INTRODUCTION
Agar, the most commonly used solidifying agent for culture media, sets at about 45 "C and Gelrite, a recently introduced alternative, has a holding temperature of 60°C (Shungu et al., 1983) . Therefore these substances may not be used to culture heat-sensitive bacteria except by surface inoculation of the pre-set medium. Gelatin sets at about 25°C but is liquefied by proteolytic bacteria and, of the 'cold setting' agents, silica gel is tedious to prepare. Among other gelling agents which have been used for specializ,ed applications are methyl cellulose (Stoker et al., 1968) , Polycell cellulose paste (Willoughby et al., 1984) and alginate gel (Livernoche et al., 1981) . Semi-solid gels (Jones, 1983) and the introduction of precipitates such as A1PO4 (Pfennig 8c Widdel, 1981) have also contributed towards the successful isolation of bacteria.
Pluronic polyols have been used as defoaming agents, binders, stabilizers and gelling agents in agriculture, medicine, cosmetics, and the textile and food industry. Polyols are block copolymers of polypropylene oxide and ethylene oxide, the polymer chains of which form hydrogen bonds with water molecules, provided the temperature is low. As the temperature rises, the energy in the water breaks these bonds, and the larger and less kinetically active polymers then bond to each other, forming a gel. In other words, a solution of pluronic polyol is liquid at low temperatures and gels as the temperature rises. Such a characteristic has many applications in microbiology and this paper examines the use of a pluronic polyol for the growth of bacteria. The polyol is dissolved in water or liquid medium at 4 "C and preferably left overnight in a refrigerator to ensure complete dissolution. It may be steriIizcd by autoclaving at 121 "C for 15 min. It is then chilled to 4 "C, dispensed and then warmed to incubation ttmpcraturc. Media may be inoculated in liquid or gel phase.
METHODS

RESULTS A N D DISCUSSION
The gelling temperatun of a polyol medium is related to the concentration of polyol (Fig. 1) . As the concentration increases from 18% to 50% (w/v) the gelling temperature decreases from 32°C to 11 "C. Polyol media will gel and reliquefy repeatedly and do so over a narrow temperature range (0-5 "C). Some increase in viscosity is noted within 1.0 to 1.5 "C of the gelling temperature. A rigid gel, such as that obtained with agar, is not formed, but all concentrations of polyol form a semi-rigid paste. Plates of medium may be inverted but are not easily streaked with an inoculating loop. Polyol medium is therefore more suitable for pour plates, deep gel cultures or gradient gel systems. Semi-solid or 'sloppy' media, such as those formed with weak solutions of agar, cannot be produced, except by very careful control of the incubation temperature. Gelling appears to be independent of pH and ionic strength of the medium.
Polyols are non-ionic and relatively non-toxic, with toxicity decreasing as molecular weight increases. The Pluronic polyol F127 has a molecular weight of about 12500 and formed a gel which was clearer than that obtained with agar (Fig. 2) . The bacterial colonies which developed were more discrete than those obtained on agar and spreading colonies were not observed on the gel surface. When CPS medium (Collins & Willoughby, 1962) was solidified with agar (held at 45 "C and cooled rapidly) pour plate counts of bacteria ranged from 2.5 to 5.6 x lo3 ml-; those in polyol ranged from 4.5 to 8-1 x lo3 ml-l . The polyol does not, therefore, appear t o be toxic to those aquatic bacteria which generally develop on agar media. We have used the gel successfully to enrich for denitrifying bacteria, sulphate reducers and methanogens. The clarity of the medium allows colonies to be selected and removed from deep gel cultures with ease. The medium has only to be cooled to ensure liquefaction and allow clean insertion of micro-pipettes etc.
The low solubility product of FeS results in a rapid spreading of the precipitate through agar enrichment media for sulphatoreducing bacteria. Such a precipitate develops and spreads more slowly in the polyol medium; the colony of origin is thus more easily identified. We do not know whether the slower development of FcS in a polyol medium represents some inhibition of sulphate reducers or a chemical retardation of the precipitation process. Methanogens and methane gas production develop much more rapidly in polyol gradient gels, presumably reflecting some heat sensitivity in the organisms. Gradient gel systems have been used successfully to isolate a variety of bacteria (Jones, 1983 ; Wimpenny et al., 1981) and the combination of polyol media and Eh gradients such as those discussed by Jones (1983) shows particular promise. Polyol is a non-biodegradable long chain polymer which is claimed to contain a low level of substrate impurities; it may therefore prove to be of value in the isolation of autotrophic bacteria. Needless to say, if discrete colonies are to be maintained or stored, this may not be done in a refrigerator.
